INTRODUCTION
Forage quality can be assessed in terms of the animal performance that is elicited when the forage is offered to the animal. Animal performance is the product of supply, nutrient and energy concentration, intake, digestibility, and metabolism. Typically, forage quality is measured assuming that the forage is freely available and that deficient nutrients other than protein and energy are provided in a supplement. Of the remaining factors affecting forage quality, intake is the most important one affecting animal performance. Reid (1961) listed the amount of forage eaten as the first factor limiting the usefulness of forage-testing schemes. His list also included the effect of concentrates on the amount of forage eaten, degree of selective feeding, and effect of physical form as important information not provided by the forage testing systems used at that time. Unfortunately, intake, substitution rates, selection, and physical form still are not a part of routine forage evaluation systems in the 1990's.
Animal performance depends on the intake of digestible and metabolizable nutrients. Of the variation in digestible dry matter (DDM) or digestible energy (DE) intake among animals and feeds, 60 to 90% is related to differences in intake, whereas only 10 to 40% is related to differences in digestibility (Crampton et al., 1960; Reid, 1961) . Intake generally accounts for twice as much variability in DDM intake as does digestibility (Milford, 1960; Ingalls et al., 1965) . Milford and Minson (1966) observed that DDM intake is more closely correlated with dry matter intake (DMI) than any other feed or animal characteristic. Similarly, high correlations would occur between DMI and metabolizable (ME) or net energy (NE) intake, and between DMI and overall animal performance when forages are fed.
The primary importance of intake in assessing forage quality does not mean that digestibility or metabolizability of nutrients are invariant or unimportant. Metabolizability can vary depending on the amounts and ratios of absorbed nutrients, the individual and interacting biochemical pathways of nutrient conversion and the type of animal production (MacRae et al., 1985; Blaxter, 1989) . However, differences in the efficiency of converting DE to ME are small compared to differences in intake and digestibility, and the metabolic conversion of DE to ME or NE is typically considered to be relatively constant within type of production, such as maintenance, growth, pregnancy, or lactation (Moe and Tyrrell, 1976; NRC, 1989) .
Digestibility of forages is more variable than metabolizability, and feces typically are the greatest loss of ingested nutrients and energy. Extensive research has been devoted to measuring digestibility and relating it to feed characteristics because digestibility can be accurately measured with relative ease compared to DMI. Although intake is more important than digestibility in assessing forage quality, progress in understanding the basic factors that affect intake has been hampered by our inability to measure it accurately and to separate the influences of animal and diet on intake. Thus, we routinely use availability information (DE, ME, andNE) 
